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			Introduction: Sources

		

		
			Profound minds are obliged to live both in the past and the future.

			—Goethe (Poetry and Truth, Book 7)

			As an architect might stand in awe before two of the greatest structures in the world, a musician stands thus before the Goldberg and Diabelli variations, the two most monumental variation structures for keyboard in Western history. Though each is incomparable, infinitely great, a pianist may come to feel compelled—even by instinct—to compare them in certain ways, as far as it is possible, or wise. For one must examine and compare each not only as a musician and scholar, but also as an architect, a builder. Herein I have pursued my decades-long urge for such examination and comparison, especially for purposes of deeper knowledge, inspiration, and appreciation. I will compare the sets in chapters 1 and 2, and thereafter analyze the 33 Variations and Coda of Beethoven in the subsequent chapters (3–7).

			The 33 Veränderungen über einen Walzer von A. Diabelli, Op. 120, written in the years 1819 to 1822–1823, is Beethoven’s most imposing, lengthy variation set for solo piano. (“Veränderungen” is described as “changes, alterations, modifications, variations, transformations,” in The New Cassell’s German Dictionary.) As well, Op. 120 is Beethoven’s last large-scale work for solo piano, past the last three visionary piano sonatas (1820 to 1822), each of which contains variations. Astonishing in so many respects, the Op. 120 also has a peculiar history, having to do with Anton Diabelli (composer, publisher, teacher) who, in 1819, commissioned fifty-one composers to write a single variation on a simple German waltz1 of Diabelli’s own making. (Diabelli joined the firm of Cappi Music Publishing in 1818, and assumed control of the firm—Diabelli and Co.—in 1824.)

			Reportedly, Beethoven at first refused, looking askance at the Waltz, even ridiculing its “cobbler’s patches,” those phrase repetitions rising by steps.2 But soon, Beethoven began writing not only one variation, but several. (He had also become attracted to the possible fee for their independent publication.) Before long, the number of variations had risen to twenty-four.

			At this point, Beethoven left off work on the Diabelli to concentrate on his immense Missa solemnis. Only after completing the Mass in 1822 did he return to the Diabelli, now enlarging the set to a total of thirty-three variations. The early variations of 1819 hew closer to tradition; by 1822–1823, the set had expanded to considerable—even dangerous—innovation. Proudly, Diabelli published Beethoven’s variations separately; the other fifty variations by fifty composers (including Schubert, Czerny, young Liszt, and Beethoven’s pupil Archduke Rudolph) were published later.

			It can be surmised that more forces were at work upon Beethoven than the simple waltz and Diabelli’s commission. The urge toward variation writing itself, always close to the surface, had reemerged at this time as a magnetic, irrepressible force. By 1820, Beethoven had written more than sixty sets of variations.3 Besides inhabiting the last three piano sonatas (Op. 109, 110, 111) and the Diabelli, variations are crucial markers in the Ninth Symphony (slow movement and finale), and the last string quartets (Op. 127, 131, 132, and 135).

			The reemergent urge to variation joined with Beethoven’s growing preoccupation with music history—the archaizing urge4—not only redirecting him toward variation, but also toward recitative, aria, hymn, song, dance, chorus, counterpoint, canon, fugue, plainchant—through Mozart’s and Haydn’s art to that of Handel, J. S. Bach, and Palestrina. We have here, then, a case of the creative urge as some kind of historical floodwaters, bearing Diabelli’s prosaic Waltz on its crest.

			Surrounded as the Diabelli is with immortal variation sets, is the Diabelli greater than the variation sets of Op. 109 or 111 (just to stay with the piano works)? Is it more significant, more profound, richer, grander, more spiritual, more transcendent? Sir Donald Tovey states simply that the Diabelli is “the greatest set of variations ever written.”5

			Elsewhere, Tovey says that supreme works of art reach a kind of infinity, and that it is impossible to compare infinities. But it is impossible to call the Diabelli the supreme variation set for keyboard for another reason: the existence of the Goldberg Variations of J. S. Bach. How can one compare the infinities of the Goldberg with those of the Diabelli? There will never be a more masterful, radiant, perfect variation set than the Goldberg. In Tovey’s engaging analysis of the Goldberg, he declares it “one of the two greatest sets of variations ever written—the second being Beethoven’s Thirty-three on a Waltz of Diabelli.”6 Now then, we have two variation sets which are the greatest, and we can perhaps consider agreeing with this.

			It has been said before that masterworks do not devour one another. Especially here, by 1823, we have a beatific triumvirate: Op. 109, a combination melodic/harmonic and character set; Op. 111, a transcendent decorative set; and Op. 120, a supreme panoramic character set. Here they are, proud, unique, immortal—three representative kinds of variations for keyboard, standing beside the incomparable Goldberg.

			The Goldberg is mentioned here also because its name appears in the publisher’s preface affixed to Diabelli’s original printing:

			We present here to the world Variations of no ordinary type, but a great and important masterpiece worthy to be ranked with the imperishable creations of the old Classics—such a work as only Beethoven, the greatest living representative of the true art—only Beethoven, and no other, can produce. The most original structures and ideas, the boldest musical idioms and harmonies are here exhausted; every pianoforte effect based on a solid technique is employed, and this work is the more interesting from the fact that it is elicited from a theme which no one would otherwise have supposed capable of a working-out of that character in which our exalted Master stands alone among his contemporaries. The splendid Fugues, Nos. 24 and 32, will astonish all friends and connoisseurs of serious style, as will Nos. 6, 16, 17, 23, etc. the brilliant pianists; indeed all these variations, through the novelty of their ideas, care in working out, and beauty in the most artful of their transitions, will entitle the work to a place beside Sebastian Bach’s famous masterpiece in the same form. We are proud to have given occasion for this composition, and have, moreover, taken all possible pains with regard to the printing to combine elegance with the utmost accuracy.7

			Mention of the Goldberg is most fitting: there was no other comparable set in the world in Beethoven’s time. Scholars can find no reference to the Goldberg among Beethoven’s papers, letters, conversation books, and so forth, but here, in Diabelli’s preface, the Goldberg is proudly mentioned. Surely, if Diabelli knew the Goldberg, Beethoven knew it. Several authors have pointed out that Beethoven paraphrases the 25th Variation of the Goldberg in Variation 31 of the Diabelli.8 Variations 24 and 32 are not the only instances of direct homage. In fact, the baroque style, of which the “serious style” is but a part, clearly influenced Variations 4, 6, 7, 11, 14, 19, 20, 26, 29, 30, and 31. Decidedly, from such circumstantial evidence, we surmise that Beethoven knew the Goldberg well.

			Many authors have recognized the influence of Bach upon the Diabelli. As Solomon says, “Bachian tendencies are much in evidence here, especially in the many contrapuntal variations and in the extended double-fugue of variation 32.”9 It is possible that the baroque variation prototype, as exemplified by the Goldberg, was a main influence on Beethoven’s approach to the Diabelli. Early, middle, or more certainly late in the sketching, the Goldberg may have become for Beethoven the mark to meet, to match—to exceed.

			My plan is this: in chapter 1, I will compare these two masterworks, first setting out similarities between them, and, in chapter 2, enumerating differences. Great care must be taken: as Hippocrates said, “First, do no harm.” I do not claim direct influence upon Beethoven beyond the assumption of baroque compositional procedures, techniques, manners—general outlook. I proceed in this spirit—for no matter how much or little one agrees, such comparisons can be extremely instructive. First, I will compare by categories; thereafter, by individual cases. Finally, in chapters 3 through 7, I will discuss each variation of the Diabelli, examining its structure, its technical qualities, its character, and its place in the whole—within the baroque shadow, and without.

			A number of excellent analyses and commentaries exist. First is Kinderman’s essential Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations (1987, reprinted in 2009). This is the primary book on Op. 120, containing a full exploration of the sketches and a deep analysis of the theme and its variations. Turning back, we have an outstanding discussion by Maynard Solomon in his Beethoven (1977). See also two essential chapters on the Diabelli in Solomon’s later study, Late Beethoven (2003).10 Earlier, we have the perceptive discussion of the Diabelli in Martin Cooper’s Beethoven: The Last Decade (1970). His statistical and analytical procedures are most helpful. Last, we have Tovey’s insightful discussion in his Essays in Musical Analysis, written in 1900. Tovey always has essential things to say, and this study is no exception.

			As for discussion of Bach’s Goldberg, I recommend Tovey (again), Essays in Musical Analysis (Supplementary Vol., 1900), and The Goldberg Variations (Schirmer, Ralph Kirpatrick, ed., 1934), and Robert U. Nelson’s seminal study, The Technique of Variations (Berkeley, 1948). See also the more recent excellent studies by Robert L. Marshall, The Music of Sebastian Bach (Schirmer, 1989); Christoph Wolff, Johann Sebastian Bach, the Learned Musician (Norton, 2000); and Peter Williams, The Goldberg Variations (Cambridge University Press, 2001). The latter contains a fulsome account of Bach’s possible sources and practices. Then, too, it is an engaging and most useful survey of recent scholarship. One may come to agree with Williams when he supposes the Aria is already a variation. Its melodic fioritura, embellishments, motivic unfoldings, interactive voices upon its ground bass, its variation ending, all point to this. Was there an earlier, simpler model? Here is yet another matter—or mystery—to ponder.

			In a category all its own is the Bonn Beethoven-Haus publication of the full-size, color facsimile of the manuscript 33 Variations in C Major on a Waltz by Anton Diabelli for Piano, op. 120 (in 2 vols., Carus Press, 2010). Now the facsimile, volume 1, which clearly shows Beethoven’s many manuscript corrections in red ink and pencil, can be compared to volume 2, the reprint of Cappi and Diabelli’s first printed edition of the Diabelli.

			As well, one finds in volume 2 William Kinderman’s essential essay on the evolution of the variations, which further distills and expands upon his seminal book (just mentioned). It documents anew the two phases of Beethoven’s compositional process, the first in 1819, the second in 1822–1823, determined from diffuse, widely scattered sources (pp. 46–72). Later in volume 2, Bernard Appel and Michael Ladenburger offer a finely detailed chronology of the Diabelli autograph, and a full summary of paper used, sections deleted or otherwise eradicated, corrections, and so on. It is exhilarating—and daunting—to imagine oneself following some of the myriad thoughts and syntheses by which Beethoven gathered, altered, shifted, assembled, and finalized his conceptions and objectives.

			For example, Kinderman holds that, in Variation 15, the two-octave leap in the bass in measure 21 is correct as it stands in the autograph score on page 32. (In other words, there should be no treble clef signs in the lower staff in measures 20–24, as the Henle edition, 1972, offers it. J. Schmidt-Gorg, Henle editor, strongly defends his decision in his preface, p. v, with considerable evidence.)

			As well, Kinderman related that Beethoven subscribed to the Leipzig edition of J. S. Bach’s keyboard works by Hoffmeister and Kühmel, a series in which the Goldberg appeared in 1803, over a decade before the completion of the Diabelli.

			Kinderman posits that Variation 23 alludes to the opening study of the Pianoforte-Method of Johann Baptist Cramer, Beethoven’s friend. (Karl Czerny has long before been a main candidate for influencing Variation 23.)

			Appel and Ladenburger elucidate how the autograph has widely varying styles of handwriting, with every conceivable gradation between a fair copy and “bewildering corrections.” How vivifying that in Variation 24 (the J. S. Bach homage), “every note-head is carefully positioned with a narrow quill. Even the corrections are neatly carried out.” Seemingly, this is homage with the greatest affection, even reverence.

			All three scholars remark upon Beethoven’s use of the term “Schuster Fleck” (cobbler’s patch), which bears upon Schindler’s account of Beethoven’s attitude toward Diabelli’s Waltz upon first seeing it (see note 2).

			These two recent volumes provide seemingly endless avenues by which one can gain more insight and oversight into the vast structure of the Diabelli.

			Finally, two special cases: first, William Kinderman’s penetrating, deeply informed recording of the Diabelli, which also includes a lecture-recital (Arietta Records ART-001, 2007). Second, in 2000, our pioneering archivist, Bruno Monsaingeon, produced a documentary film entitled Piotr Anderszew-ski Plays the Diabelli Variations, transferred to a DVD in 2004. This caring, outstanding performance is preceded by an illustrated sequence of conversations with Monsaingeon.

			Naturally, I have absorbed much from all these studies, and will not always cite sources. As well, after a lifetime of study and thought, one has adapted sources in innumerable ways. Furthermore, it is necessary that each idea be tested in one’s own kiln and fire of thought, experience, and imagination. Necessarily, then, even in their shadow, I take full responsibility for all the following. Regarding the final section, chapters 3–7, its close analysis is as described by Goethe: “The more closely and precisely one observes particulars, the sooner one arrives at a perception of the whole.” One hopes; and so, let us begin.
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